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I S  
1 m  b i e n  
R e v i e w  
M a r t i n  E s p a d a .  A  M a y a n  
A s t r o n o m e r  i n  H e l l ' s  K i t c h e n .  C W . W .  
N o r t o n  2 0 0 0 ;  8 4  p p . ;  $ 2 r . o o )  
A  
b e a r d e d  M a y a n  e l d e r  f r o m  C h i a p a s ,  f e e t  
b a r e  a n d  b r o a d  a t  t h e  t o e s  f r o m  a  l i f e  
t i m e  w i t h o u t  s h o e s ,  g n a r l e d  f i n g e r s  
c l u t c h i n g  a  s t a f f  ( o r  i s  i t  t h e  h a n d l e  o f  a  h o e ? ) ,  i s  
s e a t e d  b e s i d e  a  s t r a w  h a t  o n  t h e  g r o u n d  t o  h i s  
r i g h t ,  r o w s  o f  c o r n  b e h i n d  h i m .  H e  s t a r e s  p a s t  
t h e  c a m e r a - a t  w h a t ?  T h e  p h o t o g r a p h  b y  A n t o -
n i o  T u r o k  i s  c a l l e d  " E l  h o m b r e  d e  m a i z "  ( M a n  o f  
C o m ) .  I t  i s  t h e  d u s t  j a c k e t  i l l u s t r a t i o n  f o r  t h e  c e l -
e b r a t e d  N e w  Y o r k  P u e r t o  R i c a n  w r i t e r  M a r t i n  
E s p a d a ' s  l a t e s t  b o o k  o f  p o e m s ,  A  M a y a n  A s t r o n o -
m e r  i n  H e l l ' s  K i t c h e n  ( W . W .  N o r t o n  2 0 0 0 ;  8 4  p p . ;  
$ 2 1 ) .  B u t  m o r e  a b o u t  t h a t  M a y a n  e l d e r  l a t e r .  
E s p a d a  w a s  t h e  k e y n o t e  s p e a k e r  f o r  t h e  f i f t h  
G V S U  C o n f e r e n c e  o n  t h e  A m e r i c a s  i n  O c t o b e r  
2 0 0 0 ,  s p o n s o r e d  b y  t h e  L a t i n  A m e r i c a n  S t u d i e s  
P r o g r a m .  T h e  f o r m e r  t e n a n t  r i g h t s  a n d  i m m i g r a n t  
r i g h t s  l a w y e r  a l s o  r e a d  h i s  p o e t r y  t o  l a r g e  a n d  
a p p r e c i a t i v e  a u d i e n c e s  a t  G V S U ,  a t  Z e e l a n d  
M i d d l e  S c h o o l  a n d  G r a n d  R a p i d s  U n i o n  H i g h  
S c h o o l ,  a n d  a t  t h e  M a t a d o r  t o r t i l l a  f a c t o r y  i n  
G r a n d  R a p i d s .  B r i s k  s a l e s  o f  h i s  b o o k s  a n d  a  
c l a m o r  f o r  a u t o g r a p h s  f o l l o w i n g  e a c h  a p p e a r a n c e  
t e s t i f i e d  t o  h i s  s k i l l  a s  a  r e a d e r ,  t h e  p o w e r  o f  h i s  
p o l i t i c a l  m e s s a g e ,  a n d  t h e  g e n e r a l  a c c e s s i b i l i t y  o f  
h i s  p o e m s .  
A n d  E s p a d a  i s  p r o u d  o f  h i s  a c c e s s i b i l i t y .  " I t ' s  
r e a l l y  a b o u t  d e m y s t i f y i n g  p o e t r y , "  h e  t o l d  m e  
a n d  m y  c o l l e a g u e  D a v i d  A l v a r e z  i n  a n  i n t e r v i e w ,  
" p r o v i n g  t h a t  p o e t r y  d o e s  n o t  h a v e  t o  b e  a n  e l i t -
i s t  a r t  f o r m  t h a t  c a n  o n l y  b e  p r a c t i c e d  b y  t h o s e  
w h o  h a v e  s t u d i e d  t h e  e l i t e  o f  t h e  l a s t  5 0 0  y e a r s . "  
E s p a d a  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  t o o  m a n y  p e o p l e  c o m e  t o  
p o e t r y  w i t h  f e a r  a n d  l o a t h i n g .  " A s  a  l a w y e r , "  h e  
t o l d  u s ,  " I  r a n  i n t o  n o n - l a w y e r s  w h o  e x p r e s s e d  
l e g a l  o p i n i o n s  . . . .  t h e y  t h o u g h t  t h e y  k n e w  a b o u t  
c o n t r a c t s ,  b u t  a s k  t h e m  a b o u t  a  s o n n e t  a n d  t h e s e  
s a m e  p e o p l e  w o u l d  c o w e r  i n  t e r r o r . "  
b y  W a l t e r  F o o t e  
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W a l t e r  F o o t e  i s  A s s o c i a t e  P r o -
f e s s o r  E m e r i t u s  o f  E n g l i s h .  H e  
t a u g h t  a t  G V S U  f r o m  1 9 6 8  t o  
1 9 9 8 ,  a n d  w a s  c o o r d i n a t o r  o f  
t h e  L a t i n  A m e r i c a n  
S t u d i e s P r o g r a m  a n d  d i r e c t o r  o f  
t h e  W r i t i n g  C e n t e r  a n d  t h e  
S u p p l e m e n t a l  W r i t i n g  S k i l l s  
P r o g r a m .  F o r  t w o  y e a r s  h e  l i v e d  
i n  C h i l e ,  w h e r e  h e  w a s  a n  e d i t o r  
o n  t h e  C h i l e  I n f o r m a t i o n  P r o j e c t  
( n o w  T h e  S a n t i a g o  T i m e s ) .  
C u r r e n t l y  h e  i s  a  f r e e l a n c e  
w r i t e r  a n d  s e r v e s  o n  t h e  L a t i n  
A m e r i c a n  S t u d i e s  a d v i s o r y  
c o m m i t t e e .  
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Walter Foote 
Espada's avoiding the illu-
sionary classless elitism of much 
poetry is connected with his 
major theme-justice. ''I'm inter-
ested in justice, and I talk about 
justice in almost every poem," 
Espada said in our interview. To 
talk of justice he writes openly 
about social class differences. In 
his book of essays, Zapata's Dis-
ciple (South End Press 1998), he 
states: 
I tell secrets when I write about 
social class. The great secret is 
that class matters, very much, in 
this society dizzy with the illusion 
of classlessness. Writing about 
class is to write ... about how 
this system really works. (From 
the essay "Zapata's Disciple and 
PerfectBrie," 10) 
The concern with class and 
justice arose from Espada's ca-
reer in law, from his experience 
as a radio journalist in Sandinista 
Nicaragua, and from his Puerto 
Rican background. "My poems 
describe my family, my friends, 
my community, and myself," he 
said at GVSU. "They come out 
political because being Puerto 
Rican in the United States is it-
self a political condition." An 
advocate of Puerto Rican inde-
pendence from the United 
States, Espada is a leader in the 
campaign to end the U.S. 
military's practice bombing of 
the offshore Puerto Rican island 
of Vieques. 
In his west Michigan read-
ings, Espada read selections 
from many of his books, includ-
ing several poems from A Mayan 
Astronomer. The biggest "hit" 
with audiences was "Thanksgiv-
ing," a long comic dramatic 
narrative about the poet's first 
Thanksgiving with his Yankee in-laws which 
Espada reads aloud with appropriate voices. 
"Daddy" emerges as a raving militarist lunatic, a 
gunner in the Korean war (" ... the people there 
eat kimch'i, and it really stinks."), eager to talk 
about the new Navy missiles that "could jump 
into the smokestack of a battleship." Daddy also 
has a cannon he made himself which he is eager 
to fire for his new son-in-law, but Mother re-
strains him, at least until after dinner. "'Daddy's 
family has been here in the Connecticut Valley 
since 1680,' /Mother said. 'There were Indians 
here once, but they left."' Her statement about 
the Indians "leaving" -a terse embodiment of 
American colonialist attitudes-becomes a great 
punch line when it is repeated in another context 
at the end of the poem. 
One of the shortest pieces is a "found poem" 
taken from the catalogue of a Massachusetts com-
munity college. It is called "The Community 
College Revises Its Curriculum In Response to 
Changing Demographics" and informs students 
that Spanish 100 is now devoted to giving police 
"the ability/ to express themselves/tersely /in 
matters of interest/ to them". The "liberal arts" 
in the service of internal colonialism! 
Another poem which evoked laughter is "For 
the Jim Crow Mexican Restaurant in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts Where My Cousin Esteban Was 
Forbidden to Wait Tables Because He Wears 
Dreadlocks." Espada calls this a "curse poem," 
which, along with the "apology poem," he says, 
is one of the easiest forms to write. Target of his 
curses is the Mexican restaurant where all the staff 
in the dining room is Anglo while all the staff in 
the kitchen is Latino. The litany of curses begins: 
"May La Migra handcuff the wait staff/ as sus-
pected illegal aliens from Canada." It ends: " ... 
may the Aztec gods pinned like butterflies/ to the 
menu wait for you in the parking lot/ at midnight, 
demanding that you spell their names." 
In our interview Espada said he often concen-
trates on his humorous poems because Americans 
can't seem to discuss serious issues without laugh-
ter. But A Mayan Astronomer contains its share of 
very serious poems which Espada also read here, 
including the very beautiful "Preciosa Like a Last 
Cup of Coffee," 
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u s e  H e  W e a r s  
" c u r s e  p o e m , "  
> o e m , "  h e  s a y s ,  
e .  T a r g e t  o f  h i s  
h e r e  a l l  t h e  s t a f f  
~ a l l  t h e  s t a f f  i n  
f  c u r s e s  b e g i n s :  
i t  s t a f f /  a s  s u s -
L . "  I t  e n d s :  "  . . .  
I t t e r f l i e s /  t o  t h e  
o t /  a t  m i d n i g h t ,  
a m e s . "  
e  o f t e n  c o n c e n -
m s e  A m e r i c a n s  
;  w i t h o u t  l a u g h -
l i n s  i t s  s h a r e  o f  
L  a l s o  r e a d  h e r e ,  
i o s a  L i k e  a  L a s t  
A  M a y a n  A s t r o n o m e r  i n  H e l l ' s  K i t c h e n  
C u p  o f  C o f f e e , "  a  t r i b u t e  t o  h i s  d y i n g  g r a n d -
m o t h e r  a n d  t o  h e r  P u e r t o  R i c a n  h o m e l a n d ,  a n d  
t h e  p o e m  w h i c h  o p e n s  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n ,  " M y  N a m e  
i s  E s p a d a . "  H e r e  t h e  p o e t  a n a l y z e s  t h e  m e a n i n g  
o f  h i s  n a m e  i n  S p a n i s h - s w o r d - a n d  t h e  r o l e  o f  
t h e  s w o r d  i n  t h e  c o n q u e s t  a n d  i n  t h e  r e s i s t a n c e  
b y  i n d i g e n o u s  C a r i b b e a n  p e o p l e s  a r m e d  w i t h  i t s  
c o u s i n ,  t h e  m a c h e t e .  
O n e  s e c t i o n  o f  A  M a y a n  A s t r o n o m e r  t i t l e d  " A  
L i b r a r y  o f  L i o n s "  c o n s i s t s  o f  p o e m s  i n  t r i b u t e  t o  
a  p a n t h e o n  o f  p o l i t i c a l  h e r o e s  o f  t h e  l e f t ,  a m o n g  
t h e m  M u m i a  A b u - J a m a l ,  t h e  r a d i c a l  A f r i c a n -
A m e r i c a n  j o u r n a l i s t  c o n v i c t e d ,  m a n y  s a y  f a l s e l y ,  
o f  k i l l i n g  a  P h i l a d e l p h i a  p o l i c e  o f f i c e r .  S e n t e n c e d  
t o  d e a t h ,  h e  i s  s e e k i n g  a  n e w  t r i a l .  H i s  c a s e  h a s  
b e c o m e  a  r a l l y i n g  p o i n t  f o r  d e a t h  p e n a l t y  o p p o -
n e n t s  w o r l d  w i d e .  " A n o t h e r  N a m e l e s s  P r o s t i t u t e  
S a y s  t h e  M a n  i s  I n n o c e n t "  w a s  c o m m i s s i o n e d  b y  
N a t i o n a l  P u b l i c  R a d i o  i n  1 9 9 7 .  N P R  t h e n  r e f u s e d  
t o  a i r  t h e  p o e m ,  a s  i t  a l s o  r e f u s e d  t o  a i r  a  s e r i e s  
o f  c o m m e n t a r i e s  b y  M u m i a  h i m s e l f .  
E s p a d a  i n c l u d e s  a  b r i e f  n o t e  a b o u t  t h e  M u m i a  
c a s e ,  b u t  o t h e r s  o f  t h e  " l i o n s "  m i g h t  s e n d  y o u  t o  
s e c o n d a r y  s o u r c e s .  S o  m u c h  f o r  i m m e d i a t e  a c -
c e s s i b i l i t y ,  b u t  t h e  p o e m s  a r e  w o r t h  y o u r  g a i n i n g  
t h e  n e c e s s a r y  b a c k g r o u n d  k n o w l e d g e .  T h e s e  
" l i o n s "  a r e  A n d r e w  S a l k e y ,  a  g r e a t  C a r i b b e a n  
A n g l o p h o n e  p o e t  w h o  b e c a m e  a  f r i e n d  a n d  m e n -
t o r  t o  E s p a d a ,  A b e  O s h e r h o f f ,  s o c i a l  o r g a n i z e r ,  
f i l m  m a k e r ,  a n d  v e t e r a n  o f  t h e  A b r a h a m  L i n c o l n  
B r i g a d e  i n  t h e  S p a n i s h  C i v i l  W a r ,  a n d  S i s t e r  
D i a n n a  O r t i z ,  a n  A m e r i c a n  n u n  r a p e d  a n d  t o r -
t u r e d  i n  G u a t e m a l a  i n  1 9 8 9 .  
T h e  f i n a l  p o e m  o f  t h e  b o o k ,  " T h e  R i v e r  W i l l  
N o t  T e s t i f y , "  d e s c r i b e s  a  1 6 7 6  m a s s a c r e  o f  I n d i -
a n s  a l o n g  t h e  C o n n e c t i c u t  r i v e r .  T h i s  p o e m  i s  t h e  
t r a g i c  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  I n d i a n s  " l e a v i n g "  t h e  C o n -
n e c t i c u t  V a l l e y  w h i c h  " M o t h e r "  m e n t i o n s  i n  
" T h a n k s g i v i n g . "  
M e a n w h i l e ,  b a c k  t o  t h a t  M a y a n  e l d e r  o n  t h e  
d u s t  j a c k e t .  D o e s  h e  h a v e  a n y t h i n g  i n  c o m m o n  
w i t h  t h e  i m m i g r a n t  M a y a n  a s t r o n o m e r  o f  t h e  
p o e m  w h i c h  s h a r e s  i t s  t i t l e  w i t h  t h e  b o o k ?  I n  t h a t  
p o e m ,  d a t e d  " 9 t h  A v e n u e  a n d  W e s t  4 8 t h  S t r e e t ,  
N e w  Y o r k ,  O c t o b e r  1 9 9 8 , "  t h e  " M a y a n  a s t r o n o -
m e r , "  " b r o n z e  s k i n ,  b l a c k  h a i r  i n  a  b r a i d ,  l e a t h e r  
j a c k e t "  l e a n s  o n  t h e  t h i r d - f l o o r  
f i r e  e s c a p e  o f  a  b u r n i n g  d e l i  i n  
N e w  Y o r k ' s  H e l l ' s  K i t c h e n  d i s -
t r i c t ,  c a l m l y  s m o k i n g  a  c i g a r e t t e ,  
w h i l e  t h e  c r o w d  c a l l s  h i s  n a m e  
a m i d s t  t h e  t u m u l t  o f  t h e  
f i r e f i g h t e r s  " c h a r g i n g  w i t h  
h o s e s  l i k e  g r e a t  s e r p e n t s . "  
H e r e  i s  a  r a r i t y  a m o n g  
E s p a d a ' s  p o e m s - a n  e n i g m a .  
S e r p e n t s  a r e  o f  c o u r s e  i m p o r t a n t  
i n  M a y a  r e l i g i o n .  T h e  M a y a  
w e r e  o f  c o u r s e  k n o w n  f o r  t h e i r  
a s t r o n o m i c a l  k n o w l e d g e .  H e l l ' s  
K i t c h e n  i s  o f  c o u r s e  a n  a r e a  o f  
N e w  Y o r k  k n o w n  a t  o n e  t i m e  f o r  
t h e  k i n d  o f  P u e r t o  R i c a n  v s .  I r i s h  
g a n g  v i o l e n c e  L e o n a r d  B e r n s t e i n  
b r o u g h t  t o  t h e  p o p u l a r  s t a g e  i n  
W e s t  S i d e  S t o r y .  D a v i d  A l v a r e z  I  
s u g g e s t s  t h a t  " E s p a d a  i s  d i g n i -
3  
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f y i n g  a n  a n o n y m o u s  M a y a n  I  
i m m i g r a n t  i n  N Y C  b y  c a s t i n g  
h i m  a s  a  b e a r e r  o f  h i s  a n c e s t r a l  
c u l t u r e ' s  a s t r o n o m i c a l  k n o w l -
e d g e , "  b u t  a d d s  " I  c o u l d  b e  
h i l a r i o u s l y  o f f  t h e  m a r k . "  
I  w o u l d  l i k e  t o  s u g g e s t  t h a t  
t h e  M a y a n  A s t r o n o m e r  o f  t h e  
p o e m  i s  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  a  h i s -
t o r i c  f i g u r e ,  a  c o n t e m p o r a r y  
i m m i g r a n t ,  a n d ,  w h e n  a s s o c i -
a t e d  w i t h  t h e  M a y a n  e l d e r  f r o m  
C h i a p a s ,  p o s s i b l y  a  r e v o l u t i o n -
a r y  f i g u r e  s e e k i n g  j u s t i c e  l i k e  h i s  
c o m p a t r i o t s  t h e  Z a p a t i s t a  M a y a  
o f  C h i a p a s .  I n  o u r  i n t e r v i e w ,  
E s p a d a ,  a u t h o r  o f  Z a p a t a ' s  D i s -
c i p l e ,  e x p r e s s e d  h i s  a d m i r a t i o n  
f o r  t h e  M e x i c a n - A m e r i c a n  c o m -
m u n i t y  a n d  C h i c a n o  w r i t e r s .  
T h e  c o v e r  p h o t o g r a p h  i s  t a k e n  
f r o m  a  b o o k  c a l l e d  C h i a p a s :  F i n  
d e  s i l e n c i o  ( C h i a p a s :  T h e  E n d  o f  
S i l e n c e ) .  B u t ,  t h e n ,  I  c o u l d  a l s o  
b e  h i l a r i o u s l y  o f f  t h e  m a r k .  
